There has been ongoing debate in business administration regarding the role of explanatory research and its limitations as a method. What is the problem with explanatory … by Al-Habil, Wasim A.
 1 
There has been ongoing debate in business administration regarding the role of 
explanatory research and its limitations as a method. What is the problem with 
explanatory methods in business administration identified by scholars in the field? 
What other logics of inquiry help to resolve this dilemma? 
 
 
Written by Wasim Al-Habil 
Introduction: 
 There are many theories that have shaped the methodology of research in the 
field of business/public administration. These theories have different ways to generate 
knowledge in order to reach facts or to improve the understanding of our lives. All the 
theories believe that the main goal is to improve the performance of business/public 
administration. However, different scholars in the field have also the same different 
viewpoints about how to reach this goal. For instance, the Simon/Waldo contradictive 
views of handling the field of business/public administration reflect this rich variation.  
While Herbert Simon (1946) in the Administrative Behavior called for a 
scientific behavioral approach which puts aside the values to understand 
business/public administration, Dwight Waldo (1948) in The Administrative State 
affirmed that values cannot be removed from business/public administration because 
it is a matter of politics. According to White (1999), the explanatory research, since 
the early 1900s, has played a considerable role in the field as the scientific principles 
of administration. However, this approach has been criticized by many scholars in the 
field, since the late 1960s, because of its limitations, especially some assumptions that 
led to non-expected or to contradictory results in business/public administration.  
This paper discusses how positivism and postpositivism as explanatory 
research methods influence the way of thinking is business/public administration. The 
focus will be on some limitations that the explanatory research has which make it 
seems like a problem in business/public administration. Other approaches such as 
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interpretive, critical theory, and postmodernism are presented to show how different 
view can deal with the limitations of the explanatory research in business/public 
administration. There paper will present the major themes and concepts that these 
approaches have in terms of ontology, which is the nature of the world and what we 
can know about it, as well as epistemology, which is why and how we can know it.  
Explanatory Research (Positivism and Postpositivism) 
 The explanatory research methods in business/public administration are 
presented in this paper through the Positivism and the Postpositivism approaches. 
Both of them are discussed here in the same section since there are no wide 
differences between them. Postpositivism, which was built on positivism, is used in 
business/public administration by researchers who believe in the role of explanatory 
research. In general, positivism can be defined as the “history of ideas, concepts, 
theories, and opinions about the nature of the world, our ability to know it, and our 
ability to change it” (White. 1999. 13). 
 White (1999) asserts that the purpose of the explanatory research is to explain 
and predict natural and social events. This purpose can be reached through “the 
development of a collection of related and testable law-like statement that express 
causal relationships among relevant variables” (White.1999. 44). Fay (1975) 
emphasizes the goal of this approach in social sciences when he states that the 
“knowledge gained from social sciences will enable men to control their social 
environment” (p.19).  
White (1999) points out that the logic of explanatory research use two models 
to reach explanations and predictions. First, the deductive model which focus on the 
causal relationship between “X” and “Y”. When “X” causes “Y” the conclusion is 
that “Y” is likely to occur when “X” occurs. The deductive model in explanatory 
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sciences “is the ideal model of explanatory social science” (White. 1999. 45). Second, 
the inductive model that works “under certain conditions which constitute the 
performance of a random experiment, a certain kind of outcome will occur in a 
specific (usually high) percentage of cases” (Fay. 1975. 36).  
To sum up, Lincoln & Guba (1985) summarize the basic assumptions of 
positivism as the following: (a) social and natural sciences should have the same 
goals, (b) the goal is to discover laws that lead to explanations and predictions, (c) 
social sciences should use the same methodology of naturals sciences, (d) concepts 
should be defined by empirical categories, (e) there is uniformity of nature in time and 
space, and (f) the laws of nature should be driven from date. Positivists think that 
“there is a correct way of proceeding in human affairs and that is the responsibility of 
the decision-maker to discover what this way is” (p.28). 
Some of these positivists aspects did not satisfied a group of scholars that 
came with a partly new perspective, which is called postpositivism. In fact, 
postpositivism shares most of the major perspectives with positivism, according to 
Lincoln & Guba (2000). The shared perspectives between the two approaches are the 
prediction and control target, the cause-effect relations, the possibility of 
generalization, the objective role of researchers, and the widely use in quantitative 
research.  
On the other hand, the main distinction between the two approaches is the 
view of postpositivism to reality. According to Lincoln & Guba (2000), while 
positivism believes in our ability to reach an objective reality, postpositivism thinks 
that objective reality is imperfectly apprehendable. In other words, postpositivists 
argue that reality can never be completely captured, but researchers should be 
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objective as much as possible to reach the closest position to reality. White (1999) 
points out six postpositivist themes that outline some developments in this approach.i       
Explanatory Research… Limitations 
According to White (1999), the mainstream research in business/public 
administration has relied on the experimental and quasi-experimental research which 
use either the inductive or the deductive models of explanatory research. The reason 
may be because “many scholars feel that explanatory research is the fastest way to 
develop a cumulative body of knowledge within a field” (White. 1999. 46). However, 
the role of explanatory research in business/public administration and its limitations 
as a method is still debatable. 
Fay (1975) points out many objections that the explanatory research in 
general, and the positivist approach in particular faces. First, at any specific time, the 
required information to produce predictive laws may not be available. Second, 
explanatory research asserts the relations between “X” and “Y” as the necessary 
condition of the former to make the latter occurs. According to Fay (1975), one can 
argues that this “law does not provide the requisite information for predicting new 
occurrences of the explanandum” (p.35). Third, the positivists suppose that proficient 
scientists are only those who use the best means to reach the posited ends. Fay (1975) 
demonstrates how the argument that “scientist objectively choosing the best means to 
prescribe end is an incoherent one” (p. 49).  
This argument against the positivist approach can be developed to raise the 
difficulty of distinguish between the means and the ends. Fay (1975) asserts that “any 
given course of action may be either a means or an end depending upon the point of 
view which one adopts” (p.51). Finally, the positivist value-free researcher is also 
criticized because “the values of the scientist are expressed in his descriptions and 
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explanations, and.. the acceptance and rejection of his accounts is in part a function of 
one’s acceptance or rejection of these values” (Fay. 1975. 65).          
The role of values in the explanatory research is also criticized by Henwood & 
Pidgeon (1995) who assert that science are not value-free or “exclusively objective 
activity because the assumptions underlying science in general, as well as particular 
scientific projects, are always set by the culture, politics, and values” (p.8). They also 
criticize the positivism for dealing with human beings as objects of knowledge. Other 
considerable questions that attack positivism focus on the possible misinterpretation 
of the data or having false meaning for them. Also, the accurate ability of measuring 
everything, especially with humanities, remains a questionable issue. Finally, 
postpositivism itself came to criticize some positivist aspects that are not acceptable. 
Even though positivism or postpositivism may have some answers to the 
arguments that are presented above, the main point is still that the explanatory 
research in social science in general, and in business/public administration in 
particular, remains a debatable matter. At least, the explanatory research has some 
limitations that prevent researchers from doing efficient studies in business/public 
administration. The main problem with explanatory research that needs to be resolved 
is the view that explanatory research is the only one way of reach reality. This view 
must be changed. As a result, other approaches in business/public administration may 
be taken in consideration to deal with the gaps and cracks that postpositivism, 
especially, has as a method of research in the field. One can present three major 
research paradigms that have shaped the research in business/public administration 
which are Interpretivism, Critical Theory, and Postmodernism.  
According to White (1999), there is a tendency in business/public 
administration “to look down on the interpretive and critical research as being “soft 
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science,” partly because the criteria for its validity, as well as its methods, are not well 
understood” (p.47). However, these theories, and others, offer the researchers in the 
field of business/public administration a rich diversity of methods that help to reach 
better understanding. The next three sections present the other logics of inquiry that 
are used in business/public administrationii.     
Interpretivism 
This research method helps to understand the meaning of events and the 
intention of human actions. Based on this approach, there is no universal law in this 
world. The purposes of Interpretivism is “to discover the intentions which actors have 
in doing whatever it is they are doing” (Fay. 1975. 73). Interpretivist researchers think 
that there is no objective reality, but facts are reached through subjective 
understanding. Therefore, the role of researchers is not to observe from outside, but to 
involve within the research. White (1999) refers to this concept when he discusses the 
main purpose of interpretive theory in comparison to the explanatory objective 
research. He states that “instead of seeking causal explanations of behavior, 
interpretive research enhances our understanding of, among other things, the beliefs, 
meanings, feelings and attitudes of actors in social situation” (p.48).  
Researchers should involve in communication with the participants to reach a 
shared meaning with them. According to Fay (1975), “interpretation requires 
communicative interaction: the achievement of successful dialogue between the 
researcher and the actors” (p.82). This successful dialogue gives the rationality to the 
interpretive approach (White. 1999. 65). White (1999) states: “the presentation of 
interpretive research is like good storytelling” (p.52) which includes facts and values.  
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Critical Theory 
The main purpose of this method is “to help people discover the social, 
economic, culture, and psychological constraints on their freedom and development” 
(White. 1999. 40). These constraints may come from the misunderstandings or from 
the wrong thoughts that people have about reality which prevent them from gaining 
their true needs and satisfactions. Critical theory helps people to “show how and why 
these actors have the particular purposes and needs that they have” (Fay. 1975. 96). 
Critical theorists believe that an objective reality does exist, so a way should be found 
to reach it. The main concept of this subjective approach, critical theory, is the 
process of transformation. This process refers to the effort of researchers to 
communicate with people to raise their consciousnesses.  
Researchers help actors to recognize that things are not what they were 
understood, but they can be changed to different meanings that contain the good of 
them (White. 1999. 55). This approach does not ignore the role of values and beliefs 
that influence the research. However, to ensure the integrity of the new meanings, 
critical theory requires that the “story must be communicated to the actors. They must 
reflect on it and be able to understand it” (White. 1999. 56). According to White 
(1999), “the criteria for the validity of critical research rests in the relationship 
between theory and practice, or praxis” (p.56). 
Postmodernism 
According to this approach, there is no universal reality because since there 
are a variation of beliefs and ideas, it is hard to come up with a general definition of 
this concept. Postmodernism believes that reality and truth have no stable meanings 
over the time because people may give different meanings to one thing. White (1999) 
states: “there is no enduring truth to anything and no standards by which to judge 
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truth, so there can be no precise definitions and certainly no true knowledge” (p.153). 
Instead of objectivity, postmodernism gives a considerable role to language as the 
basis for knowledge.  
White (1999) affirms this central theme when he refers to language as “the 
linguistic foundation of all forms of knowledge, even scientific knowledge” (p.154). 
Therefore, the validation of knowledge in this approach is expressed in the language 
that people use to explain their views of reality. According to White (1999), 
postmodernism believes that different groups in any society build their own 
understandings of the local narratives which give meanings to their lives. 
Conclusion 
After presenting the other three logics of inquiry, this conclusion focuses on 
how the different approaches can help to resolve the problems that explanatory 
research has in business/public administration. These other approaches present many 
important conceptions that the research in business/public administration will lose if it 
relies only on the explanatory research. For instance, these approaches have come 
with new concepts such as, communication, values, transformation, consciousness, 
language, and local narratives. These concepts can support the research in 
business/public administration to improve its validity and accuracy.  
The role of communication, for example, can offer to the researchers in the 
field better understanding of human behavior since they can involve in a direct 
relation with the people under study. This rich experience is missed in the explanatory 
research because it does not deal with people as humans, but as objects. Objective 
researchers deal only with variables and limit their understanding only to the data that 
they have in the records. To sum up, other logics of inquiry, besides the explanatory 
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research, support the research in the field. The other approaches help to resolve the 
dilemma of explanatory research by fixing the problems that this approach has.  
Nevertheless, a question remains about which of these alternatives work better 
in business/public administration research. It seems that a balance between the needs 
that any problem requires and the capabilities of each research method should be 
consider. Researchers in the field should be open-minded in terms of finding other 
alternative research methods. The best conclusion of this paper is what White (1999) 
presents as an ideal action to deal with this issue: 
     No one approach should be considered superior to another. The nature of 
the research question at hand should guide the selection of an approach, along 
with its attendant methods and techniques. If the research question asks for an 
explanation of why things have occurred in the way that they have and a 
prediction of how things might occur in the future, given certain events or 
interventions, explanatory research is called for. If the research question 
simply asks about what is going on here, interpretive research is called for. If 
we are suffering from an ideological, psychological, or historical obfuscation 
of the actual reality, that is facing us, critical approach is appropriate. 
Whatever question we face, we must properly align an approach that will 
address the question most appropriately. (p.184) 
 
Notes 
 
1 These themes are: (a) the Cartesian anxiety, (b) the rejection of the myth of the given, (c) the death of 
the correspondences theory of truth, (d) the critique of explanation, (e) the critique of interpretation, 
and (f) the recognition of practical discourse as the basis for rational choice among competing theories.  
 
1 Others may refer to Pragmatism as a logic of inquiry that is used in business/public administration. 
The major theme that pragmatism presents as a general philosophy is the pragmatic view of knowledge 
and truth. This means that pragmatism prefers the alternatives and the solutions which work better, by 
the end. Pragmatism gives much weight to the role of experience in order to determine what is reality. 
Pragmatism believes that there is a reality that needs to be founded and we need to use the experiences 
to find it. Pragmatism has a continuous progress of experiences which leads to a certain level of 
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satisfaction. However, it seems that there is no end for this progress because each new experience is 
subject to a process of manipulation, which makes a readjustment of all the previous experiences, in 
order to reach a new level of satisfaction. Pragmatism can be used as a principle to lead the logic of 
inquiry in business/public administration. 
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